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Two of the debated points in 20" century Thomism concern how 
we know ens at the dawn of knowing and how we discover ens qua 
ens as the subiectum of metaphysics. In this paper, I would like to 
trace the development of Cornelio Fabro’s (1911-1995) thought on 
these two points and point out connections with the work of Jan A. 
Aertsen. Fabro’s theories, I believe, offer convincing alternatives to 
the proposals of Jacques Maritain and Etienne Gilson on ens as 
primum cognitum and to the theory of separatio as developed by 
Louis-Bertrand Geiger. As we will see, the problem of our knowledge 
of esse is common to both problems: How is esse known in the 
primum cognitum and what is the role of esse in the discovery of the 
subiectum of metaphysics? 


1. Evolution of Fabro’s thought on ens as primum cognitum 


Cornelio Fabro gradually modifies his early position on ens as 
primum cognitum and speaks in the end of a synthetic apprehension of 
ens as plexus of content and act rather than a formal abstraction of 
ens. ue most important stages in the evolution of his thought are as 
follows. 


' The theme of ens as primum cognitum in the work of Cornelio Fabro has 
been dealt with by several authors: Luis Romera, Pensar el ser: Andlisis del 
conocimiento del “Actus essendi” segin C. Fabro (Bern, 1994), pp. 131-222; 
Christian Ferraro, “La conoscenza dell’ ens e dell’ esse dalla prospettiva del tomismo 
essenziale,” Doctor Angelicus 5 (2005): 75-108; Adrian Lozano, La primera 
captacion intelectual como fundamento del proceso de abstraccion del universal 
segtin Santo Tomas de Aquino: una interpretacién desde Cornelio Fabro, Etienne 
Gilson, Jacques Maritain y Léon Noel (Rome, 2006), pp. 71-106; Javier Pablo 
Olivera, El punto de partida de la metafisica de Santo Tomds de Aquino, segun 
Cornelio Fabro (Rome, 2007). 


In his first major work, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione 
(1939), Fabro holds that ens as primum cognitum is obtained by means 
of formal abstraction. He writes: 


From the psychological point of view, we know that the first 
notion that the intellect forms is that of ens, and it is a notion 
evidently obtained by formal abstraction; but this is the most 
imperfect and confused notion and indicates the beginning and 
awakening of the intellectual life. 


Further on, Fabro qualifies this abstraction as a “quasi-formal 
abstraction” and links it to the perception of the concrete.’ Although 
he modifies his position in his later works, this early work already 
contains references to both the concrete and actual nature of ens. In 
this way, Fabro avoids the dangers of a purely formalistic conception 
of ens“. In Fabro’s later works, he stresses the “actual aspect” (and not 
the formal aspect) of the primum cognitum and its reference to reality. 
Three years later, in Percezione e Pensiero (1942), Fabro once 
again considers the initial notion of ens in relation to the perception of 
the concrete. Our grasping of ens, he argues, is prepared by the senses 
by means of experimentum, the operation of experience by means of 
which the intellect stays in direct contact with reality. In the primum 
cognitum we grasp in a confused way both something and existing. 
The interplay between the senses, experimentum, common sense and 
the cogitativa means that this grasping and knowledge of ens is 
founded on sensible knowledge®. The continuity between the senses 


* Cornelio Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione secondo s. 
Tommaso d’Aquino, Opere Complete 3 (Segni, 2005), p. 136. All translations from 
non-English sources are mine. 

* See Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 187. 

“ See Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 172-173: “In this early work, Fabro maintains 
the idea that an abstraction corresponds to the first notion (precisely because it is an 
intellectual notion), yet already manifests the relationship that it has with perception: 
because to know ens is to know the ratio entis of the real, which every man has and 
with which, thanks to sensible knowledge, we enter into contact at the noetic level. 
This last aspect, its relation to perception, is developed in other works, yet even in 
this first work, he highlights that being as existence is touched in sensibility, due to 
the ‘present’ characteristic that the known sensibly has, and due to the fact that such 
existence is grasped by understanding within or together with essence.” 

° See Romera, Pensar el ser, pp. 173-182. 


and understanding highlights the importance of the conversio ad 
phantasmata, for by means of this conversion our intellect knows the 
singular, and thus the ratio entis.° 

In Partecipazione e causalita (1954-1961)’, Fabro calls ens the 
primum psychologicum, referring to its temporal priority, and the 
primum criticum-ontologicum, referring to its constitutive priority 
with regard to all other notions of the intellect. The confused notion of 
ens is the first notion, the proper-formal object of the intellect, the 
ultimate reference point for all concepts and the first and last (prima 
conceptio et ultima resolutio) in the conceptual reduction of the real®. 
With regard to the grasping of esse in the primum cognitum, Fabro 
notes that we experience esse in actu and not esse ut actus.” 

In the 1960s, Fabro begins to use the term apprehensio instead 
of abstractio to refer to the primum cognitum'®. In his oft-quoted 
article, “The Transcendentality of ens-esse and the Ground of 
Metaphysics” (1966), Fabro affirms that “the original apprehension of 
the notio entis, which precedes everything and is presupposed in 
everything, cannot be merely the effect of abstraction in the ordinary 
sense.” |! As well, since the notion of ens includes and embraces both 
essence (content) and esse (act), “the origin of the notio entis can in no 
wise be referred to the process which abstracts only essence.”!* As a 
synthesis of content and act, the notio entis is grasped in a certain 


° See Cornelio Fabro, Percezione e pensiero (Segni, 2008), pp. 380-382. 

’ Originally given as the Cardinal Mercier Lectures at the University of 
Louvain in 1954, Partecipazione e causalita was published in 1960 and 
Participation e causalité in 1961. I will quote from the Opere complete Italian 
edition published in 2010. 

* See Fabro, Partecipazione e causalita, p. 173. See also Romera, Pensar el 
ser, p. 135: “Thus, we are dealing with a first not only in the analytical order, in the 
sense that analyzing any object one ultimately finds the notion of ens; but also of a 
first, both on the psychological plane--since it is the first that comes to our intellect, 
it is the unveiling and awakening of our mind--and on the critical-ontological plane, 
since it is the fundament to which the critical problem remits and the basis of 
openness of the mind to reality, on which the metaphysical problem is sustained and 
has meaning.” 

” See Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 183. 

'° Cornelio Fabro, “Per la determinazione dell’essere tomistico,” in Tomismo 
e Pensiero moderno (Rome, 1969), p. 264. 

'' Cornelio Fabro, “The Transcendentality of Ens-Esse and the Ground of 
Metaphysics”, International Philosophical Quarterly 6 (1966): 424. 

"2 Rabro, “The Transcendentality of Ens-Esse,” 424. 


form of “conjoint apprehension” of content on the part of the mind 
and of act on the part of experience. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s Fabro hones his critique of 
those who stress the role of judgment in our initial knowledge of ens. 
Ens, he will argue, is the transcendentale fundans and the foundation 
of the first principles of the intellect.'* One should not stop the 
resolutio in fundamentum at the first principles of the second 
operation of the intellect, but rather continue on and found such 
principles on ens. Fabro highlights that esse participatum is grasped in 
ens per participationem and thus there is a reference to Esse per 
essentiam as Foundation and Principle in the primum cognitum. The 
apprehension of ens is the primary noetical foundation of all 
knowledge and, therefore, of our knowledge of God. i 

Fabro affirms that we have a direct, immediate experience (or 
apprehension) of ens and that reflection on ens permits a certain 
content and act of being to emerge. Knowledge by abstraction, he 
writes, regards the ‘content’, namely, the essence. The apprehension 
of ens, however, “is immediate and constitutes the first step in the 
apprehension of the real.”'” The act grasped in the initial apprehension 
of ens is esse in actu. To know esse ut actus, the metaphysician needs 
to pursue a resolution of act: from accidental acts to substantial acts 
and from these to actus essendi. This point is mentioned in a debate 
from 1973: 


I did not say that ens is gotten from immediate perception, but 
from immediate apprehension. From ens, thus understood, one 
comes to esse [...] by means of a resolutive and not abstractive 
process. Therefore, by a resolutive process, of a resolution to the 
principle, of act to act: from accidental acts to substantial act, 
from substantial act to entitative act.'° 


'5 See Cornelio Fabro, “L’esse tomistico e la ripresa della metafisica,” 
Angelicum 44 (1967): 295-302. 

'4 See Cornelio Fabro, L’uomo e il rischio di Dio (Rome, 1967), pp. 368-369. 

'S Cornelio Fabro, “Il nuovo problema dell’essere e la fondazione della 
metafisica,” Rivista di filosofia neoscolastica 66 (1974): 490. 

'© Cornelio Fabro, in “Dibattito congressuale”, in Sapienza 26 (1973): 403. 
See also Cornelio Fabro, La svolta antropologica di Karl Rahner (Milan, 1974), pp. 
56-57, 162-63, 173-76, and 213-16. 


Fabro’s 1983 article entitled “Problematica del tomismo di 
scuola’” is particularly enlightening as to his mature position regarding 
our apprehension of ens. The article is largely a critique of Maritain’s 
position on the abstraction of ens in the line of essence. Arguing 
against Maritain, Fabro states that Saint Thomas does not speak of 
intuitio and much less of abstractio in reference to our knowledge of 
ens, “but simply of apprehensio which is the most obvious and 
immediate operation and, thus, the most important.”!” Fabro explains 
that the first object of intellectual knowledge refers to knowing things 
that are in act. To this corresponds, not a simple abstraction according 
to the essence, but rather a synthetic apprehension according to the act 
of being’®. Esse is grasped in ens: “Ens expresses the primary and 
total concreteness since it embraces both act (esse) and content 
(essentia) in a more or less vague way or precisely according to the 
psychic development of the subject.” 

Fabro’s mature works, then, emphasize two aspects of our 
knowledge of the primum cognitum. On the one hand, he denies that 
this knowledge is of the order of abstract essences~” and, on the other, 


'’ Cornelio Fabro, “Problematica del tomismo di scuola,” Rivista di filosofia 
neoscolastica 75 (1983): 198. 

'S See Romera, Pensar el ser, pp. 331-332: “The primum cognitum is a 
plexus of content (essence) and act, which one can express with the formula id quod 
habet esse. It is not the mere apprehension of a form or of the most general 
formality, or directly knowing actus essendi as such. It is rather a plexus that 
includes a duality. From this we gather that the understanding is not initially of 
forms (simplex apprehensio), while in a second moment it will affirm existence (in 
judgment). On the contrary, it grasps in its origin the plexus of formal content 
(minimal) and of act, of actuation, of insertion in reality. As a participle, our author 
sustains that ens says act, the being in act of esse. This means that already in the first 
knowledge we have notice—even though confused—of the act of being; not insofar 
as it is properly act (as resolutive metaphysical notion of the real), but yes as regards 
the actual character of the real insofar as it is real. The understanding is not, we 
insist, initially formal, in order to later come to the real as such in a second moment; 
the intellect comes to the notion of the real from the beginning.” 

'S Cornelio Fabro, “Problematica del tomismo di scuola,” p. 198. Also 
notable in this period are Fabro’s Thomistic theses and the fact that a large number 
of them (theses VI-XVIID are dedicated to problems related to ens as primum 
cognitum. See also his Introduzione a san Tommaso (Milan, 1997), pp. 159-65. 

© Cornelio Fabro, La prima riforma della dialettica hegeliana, Christian 
Ferraro, ed., (Segni, 2004), p. 235: “The plexus ens cannot be grasped by way of 
some abstractive process, but is itself the primary nucleus and intelligible light 
which renders all understanding possible. [...] [E]very thing is and becomes 


he accentuates the relationship that this knowledge has with the 
concrete singular and how this is a grasping of a concrete existent in 
act.”' As Luis Romera concludes: “The grasping of ens is neither an 
abstraction, nor an intuition; it is rather a simple and synthetic 
apprehension (of content and act) which is had thanks to the primary 
and constitutive convergence of the sensible and the intelligible. It is 
an intellectual apprehension, prepared for by the experimentum, made 
by the intellect in the act of perceiving the singular.””* 


2. Three assessments of Fabro’s theory 


Jan Aertsen. There seems to be some confusion regarding 
Fabro’s theory about ens as primum cognitum and our grasping of esse 
within that initial cognitum. In his Medieval Philosophy and _ the 
Transcendentals (1996), Aertsen considers three positions on our 
initial knowledge of ens and places Fabro together with Gilson in the 
second position, since they both hold that the conception of ens cannot 
be the result of abstraction®’. Aertsen’s placing of Gilson and Fabro 
together is perplexing since their two proposals are notably 
different.’ Aertsen opines that neither Fabro’s position as presented 
in “The Transcendentality of ens-esse”, nor that of the others is 
correct. I would argue, however, that Fabro’s solution actually seems 
to be in substantial agreement with Aertsen’s proposal: ens is initially 
“apprehended”. Aertsen points out that Aquinas “clearly affirms that 
the concept of being belongs to simple apprehension” and that this 


intelligible insofar as it is and is presented as ens, i.e., with reference to esse. This 
reference to esse is participation: therefore, it is insofar as they participate in esse 
that beings (entia), things and essences all become intelligible and that ens is the 
first intelligible. Therefore constitutive point of departure for thought is not the 
concrete-concrete formal (the determinate singular of formalistic Scholasticism), not 
the formal a priori or transcendental abstract or empty cogito of modern 
immanence, but rather ens which is the concrete transcendental.” 

*! See Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 186. 

a Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 332. 

> See Jan Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals (Leiden, 
1996), p. 175. 

*4 See Romera, Pensar el ser, pp. 113-18; 126-30; Battista Mondin, “La 
conoscenza dell’essere in Fabro e Gilson,” Euntes Docete 50 (1997): 85-115; 
Andrea Robiglio, “Gilson e Fabro. Appunti per un confront,” Divus Thomas 17 
(1997): 59-76. 


stands in contrast to “the contention of “Existential Thomism’ that the 
concept of being is a judgment or proposition.”> The difference 
between Fabro and Aertsen lies in the latter’s preference for the term 
“simple apprehension” and Fabro’s use of “synthetic apprehension” to 
refer to the grasping of the primum cognitum. 

Luis Romera. As regards how to improve upon Fabro’s theory, 
Romera notes Fabro’s lack of precision and clarity when dealing with 
the gnoseological nature of the primum cognitum. In his works, Fabro 
adequately deals with sensible knowledge, perception and conversio 
ad phantasmata, yet lacks a more detailed study on the nature and 
distinction of the intellectual operations and the function of the agent 
intellect.°° Precision and clarity can be gained by identifying the 
primum cognitum as an intellectual habitus, present in every 
intellectual act of knowledge.”’ 

Antonio Millan Puelles. Another evaluation of Fabro’s theory is 
found in A. Millan-Puelles’ La légica de los conceptos metafisicos, in 
which he considers Fabro’s article, “The Transcendentality of ens- 
esse”. Regarding Fabro’s position that the notion of ens cannot be the 
mere effect of an ordinary abstraction proper to the grasping of the 
essence, Millan-Puelles asks whether there is really any abstraction 
that is limited to grasping the essence alone without reference to the 
act of being or whether there is any abstraction that truly isolates the 
essence from the notion of ens.”* He proposes that we should speak of 
an “imperfect abstraction” of ens in contrast to a “perfect abstraction” 
proper to the species and genus.” 

By way of conclusion, it is important to note at this point how 
Fabro’s theory on the synthetic apprehension of ens as plexus of 
content (essence) and act (esse) permits theorizing a gradual opening 
up, in reflection, to metaphysics. Esse, according to Fabro, is grasped 


°° Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, p. 179. 

28 Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 186. 

*7 See Romera, Pensar el ser, p. 215. 

*8 Antonio Millan-Puelles, La légica de los conceptos metafisicos, Tomo I: 
La légica de los conceptos trascendentales (Madrid, 2002), p. 157. 

* Antonio Millan-Puelles, La légica de los conceptos metafisicos, Tomo II: 
La articulaci6én de los conceptos extracategoriales (Madrid, 2003), p. 288. A 
possible, speculative parallel could be drawn between Fabro’s distinction (ordinary 
abstraction — synthetic apprehension) and that of Millan-Puelles (perfect abstraction 
— imperfect abstraction). 


in different ways: implicitly in the first notion, as existence in later 
reflection, at the beginning of metaphysics as common act of ens, 
throughout metaphysics as the actuating act of ens that is measured 
and specified by the substantial essence, and at the culmination of 
metaphysics as intensive, analogical notion, grasped against the 
backdrop of the habitudo between the participated actus essendi of the 
creature and the Subsistent esse of the Creator. In the section that 
follows I will deal primarily with the problem of the grasping of ens 
qua ens at beginning of metaphysics. 


3. Fabro on the discovery of ens qua ens 


Fabro’s theory on our discovery of the subiectum of metaphysics 
can be drawn out from a consideration of three different texts. The 
first text, taken from La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, speaks 
of the passage to metaphysics as a passage from physical contrariety 
to metaphysical contrariety. Here the emphasis lies on intensifying 
participated perfection in the passage from the problem of movement 
to the problem of being. The second text is taken from his 
Metaphysica course notes and concerns the “resolution of act” and the 
passage from accidental act and substantial form to the act of being. 
The third text we will consider refers to an initial, metaphysical notion 
of esse that is superseded by a methodological notion and which 
eventually comes to rest in an “intensive” notion. Gathering the three 
texts together will enable us to understand the convergence in Fabro’s 
thought between a dialectic of participated perfection, a resolution- 
intensification of act, and the grasping of an initial, metaphysical 
notion of esse as aspects of the solution to the problem of the 
constitution of the subiectum of metaphysics. 


3.1 Passage from physical to metaphysical contrariety 


In La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, Fabro speaks of a 
type of reflection which gives rise to the “metaphysical notion of 
being”. This reflection, he writes, is conditioned by formal and total 
abstraction, but differs from both insofar as it is more properly a 
dialectical process of contrast involving analogical predication. All 
beings are said to have their own ratio of being (ragione d’essere), 
yet, concretely, each being has its own mode of being, which is 


diverse from all the others.*” Universal, univocal notions such as 


“man” (species) and “animal” (genus) adequately inform the mind 
with the content proper to their notions; the analogical notion of being, 
however, is “intrinsically inadequate to inform the mind once for all, 
but rather needs to be explicated, time after time, in objectification.”*! 

These points are developed at length in Fabro’s presentation of 
“predicamental participation’, namely, the four participations 
mentioned by Aquinas in his Commentary on Boethius’ De 
Hebdomadibus: individual-species, species-genus, subject-accidents, 
matter-form. Fabro tries to show how we can move from these 
participations (proper to the philosophy of nature) to transcendental- 
structural participation and the real composition of essentia and esse. 
This passage is characterized as the passage from physical contrariety 
to metaphysical contrariety: 


[Movement] can be considered from a more vast and 
comprehensive point of view: namely, not only on the physical 
plane as a succession of contraries, but on the metaphysical plane 
of being, as a succession of ‘more’ or ‘less’ perfect, according to 
the ontological intensity of perfection.” 


Physical contrariety concerns the opposition of two terms in relation 
to movement; metaphysical contrariety concerns the distinction 
between the contraries according to a magis et minus in the order of 
being. The magis et minus of perfection appears when the terms of 
movement on the physical plane are considered sub ratione entis.*° 
Magis et minus expresses different degrees of realization of the same 
“form’, which is communicated or participated to various subjects 
according to varying intensive degrees of perfection. Metaphysical 
contrariety is found in every creature and understood as a gradation of 
perfection in the formal order and in reference to the supreme ratio of 
being. 

The notion of ens is seen to be indicative of a perfection or 
formality which is transcendent and superior to all the perfections and 
formalities to which it is applied. Being a plant, being a horse, being a 


*° See Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 137. 
*! See Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 137. 
* Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 161. 
°° Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 162. 


man are all particular modes of being, but are not convertible with one 
another. At the same time, all of these modes are “of being” and all are 
finite. Thus, in the light of the notion of being, I understand that this 
limitation of being “‘is not due to being, insofar as it is being, but only 
to the determined formality to which it is united and which specifies 
it.” 

In synthesis, this first text holds that one enters into metaphysics 
after the consideration of movement in the philosophy of nature by 
seeing being as a “formality” which is common to all things but which 
is found in varying degrees of intensity. This necessitates another 
speculative science which goes beyond the problem of the foundation 
of movement and change (both accidental and substantial) and seeks 
the ultimate causes of being. 


3.2 Reflection on act 


Fabro’s second indication on the constitution of the subiectum of 
metaphysics is found in his unpublished Metaphysica course notes 
(1947-49). Here, he deals explicitly with the problem of the beginning 
of metaphysics and states that it is found in considering ens 
problematically and reflecting on it: “something is, a thing has esse, an 
essence participates or has esse: apprehending this is the beginning of 
metaphysics.”*> Ens qua ens does not express a particular mode of 
being, but rather the fundamental demand of any mode of being: esse 
belongs to a thing according to the measure of its own essence or 
nature. 

In dealing with how we grasp the initial metaphysical notion of 
ens (ens commune), Fabro first notes that this notion is not ens as 
primum cognitum, but rather requires an understanding of the problem 
of the duality of “that which is” and “being” in ens.*° The initial, 
metaphysical notion of ens arises from admiration and wonder and 
from the recognition of the insufficiency of the ordinary pre- 
metaphysical notion of ens. Metaphysical wonder arises when man 
becomes of aware of the problem of esse and seeks an ulterior 


* Fabro, La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 137. 

* Fabro, Metaphysica, MS in Segni, Archivio dell’Istituto del Verbo 
Incarnato, p. 38. 

°° See Fabro, Metaphysica, p. 43. 


foundation of being (ens), not upon the essence alone, but rather in 
relation to the act of being (esse). 

In Metaphysica, Fabro states that the first problem dealt with in 
and by philosophical reflection is that of multiplicity, change and 
movement. In fact, the cause of wonder concerns the phenomena of 
change and multiplicity’’. Change and multiplicity must be considered 
as expressions or manifestations of being, explained and given a solid 
foundation. Philosophical reflection on such phenomena (a reflection 
that Fabro calls “phenomenological reduction”) concludes that: 
“Within being, there are things that change and things that remain the 
same; some things determine the thing in an absolute way in 
knowledge, others in an accidental way; some things pertain to being 
as intrinsic constitutive [principles], others come and go as properties 
without ens itself changing.”’* Based on this, being (ens) is first 
divided into the predicaments according to the “reductive” method. 

Towards the end of Book One of his Metaphysica, Fabro 
proposes that the metaphysical reduction of potencies to act closes the 
phenomenological reduction and opens up to a metaphysical analysis 
of ens qua ens.”” This is described as follows: 


The division of being into act and potency investigates and 
penetrates with greater depth the preceding division of finite 
being, in substance and accident, and brings categorial being to 
the light of ens qua ens. Substance which has accidents, is 
composed of act and potency and is shown to be finite, 
dependent, participated and created. For this reason, by means of 
potency and act one realizes the transition to the constitution of 
metaphysics.” 


In synthesis, metaphysics is “constituted” for Fabro by bringing 
categorial being (ens divided into subject and accidents; the material 
essence as composed of prime matter and substantial form) under the 
light of ens qua ens by means of the real distinction between act and 


*” See Fabro, Metaphysica, p. 58. 
*8 Fabro, Metaphysica, p. 63. 

* See Fabro, Metaphysica, p. 111. 
“° See Fabro, Metaphysica, p. 118. 


potency and the recognition of the dependent and participated nature 
of finite being.*! 


3.3 The initial, metaphysical notion of ens 


Throughout Fabro’s works we find that he continually develops 
the theme of progressive stages in our knowledge of ens and esse. The 
discovery of ens qua ens corresponds to what he calls our initial, 
metaphysical knowledge of ens-esse. In an article entitled “La 
problematica dello esse tomistico” (1959), Fabro specifies that 
metaphysics begins with an initial notion of esse which is seen as the 
act of ens in an indeterminate sense. He writes: 


There is an “initial notion” of esse (like that of ens), which is the 
act of ens in the most indeterminate sense, that which St. Thomas 
sometimes indicates as “esse commune”: esse can indicate any 
realty or actuality, the essence (albedo) and actus essendi, the 
belonging both to the real order and the logical order. It is called 
an initial notion since it is by recognizing it, by reflecting on it, 
metaphysical reflection is begun.” 


In his article on the ontological difference in twentieth-century 
Thomism, Alain Contat comments on the passage just quoted and 
successfully integrates it with Fabro’s other texts on the passage of the 
mind from an initial notion of esse to the second “methodological- 
structural” notion of ens-esse and to the third “intensive” notion of 
ens-esse. Contat’s synthesis of Fabro’s thought brings out that there is 
a resolution into an act and correlative potency at every stage of the 
itinerary: 


*' When Fabro speaks of separatio as method of metaphysics in his 
Metaphysica, he does not refer to a demonstration of the existence of immaterial 
being, but rather to the procedure proper to metaphysics of “distinguishing” 
(separating) the real or intentional oppositions we encounter in metaphysical 
reflection (in opposition to “abstraction”). In the Epilogue to Metaphysica, Fabro 
places “separatio” within the context of the ultimate reduction of participated esse to 
Esse per essentiam and not within the context of an initial demonstration of 
immaterial being. 

” Cornelio Fabro, “La problematica dello esse tomistico,” in Tomismo e 
pensiero moderno, p. 107. See also Romera, Pensar el ser, pp. 220-22. 


[T]here is an initial resolutio of ens into the common notion of 
esse commune (a), complementary to the thing which has it; then 
one undertakes a methodological resolutio of ens, within its 
quadripartite division, into the Aristotelian couplet of ousia and 
energeia, interpreted by Fabro as the couplet of quidditas and 
esse in actu (b); and finally, one comes to the ultimate 
metaphysical resolutio of ens into the twofold opposition 
between Esse subsistens and esse inhaerens, the latter of which is 
esse ut actus limited by essentia, i.e., intensive being (c).° 


The third, intensive notion of esse, Contat argues, is obtained by 
means of a formal resolution of participated perfection and a real 
resolution of actuating causality according to the principles of the 
Fourth Way and the demonstration of creation. At the end of this 
resolution, the metaphysician understands that created ens, which 
receives its being from subsistent Being, is ens per participationem 
and that ens per participationem is “composed of a participant and of 
a participated, which oppose one another as potency and act; thus, 
created ens is composed of two co-principles, essence and the act of 
being, correlated as potency and act.” 

This leads to an interesting theoretical-speculative solution to 
the problem of how to understand Fabro’s many arguments for the 
real distinction. Contat notes that while most are in agreement that the 
difference between the determination of ens and its actuality is 
“preannounced” in the moment when thought reflects on its first 
object (ens), the real question hinges on the epistemological place in 
which one comes to the certainty of the real composition between 
essence and esse in finite ens. Contat writes: 


When one reflects on the initial notion of ens, one is certain only 
of an alterity between a determination that one can conceptualize 
as form, and an actuality which transcends the plane of form, 
without yet being able to establish what both the determination 
and the actuality are, and, hence, much less what is the real extent 
of their distinction.” 


* Alain Contat, “Le figure della differenza ontologica nel tomismo del 
Novecento,” Alpha Omega 11 (2008), pp. 119-20. 

“ Contat, “Le figure della differenza ontologica”, p. 121. 

* Contat, “Le figure della differenza ontologica”, p. 234. 


For Contat, the syllogism found in De ente et essentia, ch. 4 concludes 
apodictically that the being-in-act in reality is other than the essence 
or quiddity. The “logical” argument found in De ente et essentia, he 
notes, is a quia demonstration, which focuses on the fact of the real 
composition. The foundation of the composition, however, is found by 
means of a demonstration propter quid. Such a demonstration seeks to 
clarify the nature of the difference and does this though a comparison 
of the modes of being proper to the Creator and the creature in light of 
the doctrine of participation.“© Based largely on Fabro’s texts, Contat 
summarizes the three stages of our knowledge of the real distinction 
between essence and esse or ontological difference between ens and 
esse as follows: 


[T]he ontological difference is revealed to the metaphysician in 
three original stages: it is problematized at the beginning of 
metaphysics, when the common notion of ens is objectivized; 
then the difference is established, but only by means of an 
argument quia, when, based on the quadripartition of ens, the 
notions of quiddity, the formal principle of the substance, and 
being-in-act, the condition of the reality of the substance, are 
confronted; and finally the difference is led back to its proper 
fundament, which is the participation of finite ens in Infinite 
Being, by means of the creation of a participated esse, when one 
defines the ontological status of the creature. Thus, we believe 
with Etienne Gilson and Cornelio Fabro that the properly 
metaphysical question about the being of ens is “resolved” in the 
chiaroscuro of the difference between participated being and 
Subsistent Being, which remains penitus ignotum to us in this 
life. 


Both Alain Contat and Mario Pangallo interpret Fabro as making a 
distinction between a quia demonstration and a propter quid 
demonstration of the real distinction.“* Their interpretations, in my 


“© See Contat, “Le figure della differenza ontologica”, pp. 236-38. 

“’ Contat, “Le figure della differenza ontologica”, p. 238. 

“8 Mario Pangallo, L’essere come atto nel tomismo essenziale di Cornelio 
Fabro, (Vatican City, 1987), p. 38. The phrase ratio propter quid is used by Fabro in 
La nozione metafisica di partecipazione, p. 233 in reference to the quarta ratio of 
De substantiis separatis, ch. 8. Fabro writes: “It is in the response to the ‘quarta 
ratio’ that participation is invoked, as usual, as the ratio propter quid of the 


opinion, enable us to understand the relation between Fabro’s early 
classifications of the various arguments for the real distinction 
(including the argument of De ente et essentia) and his continual 
(almost exclusive) emphasis on the role of participation in the ultimate 
determination of the structure of created ens. 


To summarize, in an initial stage of philosophical reflection, the 
problems of change and multiplicity are solved by means of the 
distinctions and connections made between substance-accidents, 
potency-act, individual-species, species-genus, and matter-form. 
These are themes proper to the philosophy of nature. For Fabro, the 
subiectum of metaphysics (ens qua ens) is constituted in the passage 
from the opposition of the terms of movement to the metaphysical 
distinction between different degrees of perfection of a participated 
“form”. The reduction of potencies to act and of accidental acts to 
more profound acts and the consideration of the finite, dependent and 
participated nature of beings both lead to the constitution of the 
subiectum of metaphysics. Insofar as the principles involved in the 
problem of movement may be considered sub ratione entis, they can 
be said to form part of the beginning of metaphysical reflection. The 
discovery of ens qua ens may be characterized an initial resolution of 
ens to esse commune as act of ens. 


4. Aertsen on the discovery of ens qua ens 


In this last section, I would like to draw out some connections 
between Fabro’s theory and that of Jan Aertsen on the role of resolutio 
(analysis) in the constitution of the subiectum of metaphysics. 
Beginning with his doctoral dissertation, Nature and Creature (1988), 
Aertsen argues that there is a resolution proper to physics, a resolution 
of movement to its intrinsic and extrinsic causes,” and a resolution 


composition of essence and the act of being, in substitution to the composition of 
matter and form, and with which the creature is sufficiently distinguished from 
God”. 

® Jan Aertsen, Nature and Creature. Thomas Aquinas’s Way of Thought, 
(Leiden, 1988), pp. 269-70. 


proper to metaphysics, a resolution of being to its causes.”’ In physics, 
there is a progression of the “if’ question (an sit) towards the “what” 
question (quid sit): a composed thing is reduced to the essence as 
cause of being. In the metaphysical order of questioning, however, the 
“if? question is directed to the actus essendi whereby a being is being 
and not nothing. This “to be” of things which enters into composition 
with the essence needs to be reduced to the cause of being, which is 
God. The first mode of questioning is connected to the predication 
model of per se and per accidens; the second mode of questioning is 
connected to the Platonic mode of predicating, that of per essentiam 
and per participationem, which is capable of reducing a multiplicity to 
unity at the level of being. In coherence with these modes of 
questioning and predicating, there is also an alius modus causandi-- 
creation--that corresponds to the metaphysical level.>! 

After making this distinction between questioning, predication 
and causality, Aertsen investigates the three stages in the 
consideration of being outlined by Aquinas in various texts, such as 
Summa theologiae, I, g. 44, a. 2 and De substantiis separatis, ch. 9. 
Aertsen draws attention to the consideration of being as being and the 
metaphysical analysis that reduces that-which-is (quod est) to its being 
(esse). This consideration transcends the categorial level of becoming 
and particular causality”: 


Nature Creature 
Consideration ens in 
: ens tale ens hoc 
of being quantum est ens 
substance - 
Structure ; matter - form | essence — esse 
accidents 

(Efficient) : more ; 

; particular : universal 
causality universal 
Becoming alteration generation creation 


°° See Aertsen, Nature and Creature, pp. 271-78. See especially p. 275: “In 
the resolution of being, certain principles of the reduction of movement are 
continued. Such a continuation is possible because the analysis of movement, too, 
came to the metaphysical.” 

ce Aertsen, Nature and Creature, p. 90. 

*° See Aertsen, Nature and Creature, pp. 199-201. 


In the resolution of movement, Aertsen notes, there is a reduction to 
the intrinsic principle and terminus of matter and form which, as 
causes, relate to one another as potency and act. Movement is 
subsequently reduced to the extrinsic causes: the active principle, the 
agent and the end: “The end is ruled by the law of synonymy and by 
perpetuity. That requires a hierarchy of movers characterized by an 
increasing degree of immobility. In this cosmic order the celestial 
bodies occupy a place of importance. Their movement is reducible to 
an ultimate, metaphysical cause, God.”*’ Accordingly, the First Way 
ex parte motus, doesn’t extend beyond “being-moved” to “being- 
moved to being”, and requires a further resolution to come to the 
latter.‘ The intensification of the resolution no longer considers the 
cause of the movement of the mobile, but rather seeks the cause of its 
being. Here, though, we are dealing with creation, a metaphysical 
origin “out of nothing” that transcends every movement. The objects 
of metaphysics (being as being and the highest causes) are found by 
the way of resolution “after” physics.» 

In Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals (1996), 
Aertsen takes up more directly the problem of the passage from 
physics to metaphysics. He first notes the limits inherent to L.-B. 
Geiger’s view of separatio: “The majority of modern scholars are of 
the opinion that for Thomas transmateriality provides the entrée to the 
subject of metaphysics and the condition for the transcendental 
consideration of reality.” ° Separatio, the intellectual operation proper 
to metaphysics, consists in a negative judgment that being is not 
necessarily material so as to establish the subiectum of metaphysics. 
However: 


The “separatistic” thesis implies, therefore, that being cannot be 
considered as being until the existence of an Unmoved Mover or 
a separate substance is proven. Such a view, however, seems to 
be at odds with Thomas’s conception of metaphysics. In the 
prologue [to his Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics] 
transmateriality is not the exclusive criterion of metaphysical 


°° Aertsen, Nature and Creature, pp. 269-70. 

4 See Aertsen, Nature and Creature, p. 271. 

® See Aertsen, Nature and Creature, p. 255. 

°° Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals (Leiden, 1996), p. 
128. 


intelligibility. The “highest intelligibles”, which first philosophy 
considers, are of three sorts: (i) the first causes; (11) which is most 
universal, such as being and that which is consequent upon being; 
and (iii) that which is altogether separate from matter. The 
subject of metaphysics is ens commune, and what is sought in this 
science is the cause of principle of the subject. It is the universal 
cause of being which is altogether separate from matter, and 
knowledge of these immaterial substances is for Thomas the final 
end of metaphysical inquiry. Geiger’s thesis reverses that order: 
knowledge of the transcendent and transmaterial being becomes 
the condition for the consideration of being in general.*’ 


Aertsen holds that Aquinas uses the method of resolutio instead of the 
process of separatio to establish the subiectum of metaphysics.” 
Recalling the three phases of the consideration of being, he writes: 


The third phase in the history of the question of being began 
when some thinkers (aliqui) raised themselves to the 
consideration of being-as-being (ens in quantum est ens). In this 
metaphysical consideration each thing is resolved (resolvitur) 
into that which is (id quod est) and its being (esse). The origin of 
being as such cannot be a “generation”, because it no longer 
presupposes anything in that which is caused. It is creatio, for to 
produce being absolutely pertains to the essence of creation. 
These philosophers considered a causality of things, insofar as 
they are being (entia). These thinkers were therefore the only 
ones who have posited a universal cause of being, God.” 


The transition to the third phase is a transition to the metaphysical 
consideration of reality, from the categorial level to the transcendental 
and to the inquiry into the origin of being, taken in its generalness. 
Aertsen’s analysis of Aquinas’ commentaries on Boethius’s De 
trinitate and Aristotle’s Metaphysics “shows a shift from a theological 
conception of metaphysics, based on immateriality, to an ontological 
conception, based on commonness. The subject of first philosophy is 


*” Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, p. 129. 

°8 Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, p. 130. According 
to Aquinas’ Prologue to his Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, transphysical 
things are discovered in the process of resolution (in via resolutionis). 

» Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 154. 


not the first being, that is transcendent, but being in general and that 
which is consequent upon being.” 

In his article on “La scoperta dell’ente in quanto ente” (2004), 
Aertsen links Geiger’s view to that of Averroes, for whom the end of 
the Physics is the natural transition to the beginning of metaphysics. 
This position holds that if one does not demonstrate the existence of 
God in physics, there would be no meta-physics.°! Aertsen once again 
recalls the three phases of the history of philosophy and _ the 
metaphysical analysis proper to the third stage which reduces each 
thing to its “being”. He concludes: 


The object of metaphysics is discovered, not by means of the 
demonstration of the existence of immaterial beings, but by 
means of the continual analysis of material beings. 
Hylemorphism — the composition of form and matter — can 
explain the type of being that material beings possess, but does 
not explain their being as such. Therefore, another way of 
considering material things is necessary, and in this process one 
discovers the object of metaphysics. The radical comprehension 
of the question of the origin is decisive for the discovery of being 
as being. The origin of being as such surpasses the level of 
becoming (change, motion) in nature.” 


By constituting the subiectum of metaphysics through this resolutio, 
the doctrine of creation (and divine governance) becomes the point of 
arrival of metaphysical inquiry and understanding ens qua ens means 
ultimately understanding it as created. 


® Aertsen, Medieval Philosophy and the Transcendentals, 157. 

6! Jan Aertsen, “La scoperta dell’ente in quanto ente”, in Stephen Brock, ed., 
Tommaso d’Aquino e l’oggetto della metafisica (Rome, 2004), p. 36. 

°° Aertsen, “La scoperta dell’ente in quanto ente”, p. 46. 

°° See Miguel Peréz de Laborda, “Il ruolo della compositio in metafisica”, in 
Tommaso d’Aquino e l’oggetto della metafisica, p. 61. Aertsen’s theory is shared by 
Rudi te Velde, who, in his Aquinas on God (Aldershot, 2006), argues that resolutio 
is not limited to a process within a science, but is also employed in the transition 
from physics to metaphysics: “Physics studies reality under a particular aspect, 
while metaphysics proceeds to a universal consideration of being as being by 
transcending the particular perspective of physics. This passing over from physics to 
metaphysics happens by way of resolutio” (pp. 54-55). 


5. Conclusion 


My paper shows that in assessing twentieth-century Thomists 
like Cornelio Fabro we need to be attentive to the development of 
their thought and analyze and interpret their theories against the 
backdrop of the whole of their philosophical production. Fabro’s and 
Aertsen’s theories on the primum cognitum are shown to concur in 
emphasizing that we are dealing with an apprehension and not an 
intuition, abstraction or a notion consequent upon a judgment of 
existence. They differ insofar as Aertsen calls this a “simple 
apprehension” and Fabro a “synthetic apprehension”. 

Fabro and Aertsen are also seen to converge in proposing 
analysis (resolutio) as the way in which the subiectum of metaphysics 
is discovered. Both authors agree in passing from the problem of 
movement to that of being as being not by means of a demonstration 
of trans-materiality or a demonstration of God as First Immobile 
Mover, but rather by means of common resolution of things to their 
being (esse). For his part, Fabro emphasizes the possibility of 
constituting the subiectum of metaphysics either through a passage 
from physical contrariety to metaphysical contrariety by means of 
participated perfection or through a continuing of the resolution of act 
begun in philosophical consideration of the problem of movement. In 
terms of resolutio, there is for Fabro an initial analysis of ens to esse 
commune which consists in problematically considering their 
difference. Aertsen, by contrast, brings out more clearly the aspect of 
the change in questioning and predicating proper to metaphysics and 
the change from the study of particular causality to the metaphysical 
search for a radical origin of things.” 


® For more on the connection between resolutio secundum rationem and its 
three stages (subject-accidents; matter-form; essence-esse) and resolutio secundum 
rem, see Jesus Villagrasa, “La resolutio come metodo della metafisica secondo 
Cornelio Fabro,” Alpha Omega 4 (2001): 35-66. 


